Recent years have seen an inexplicable increase in the frequency of an appalling disease in sea turtles: fibropapillomatosis, which is likely caused by a herpesvirus and causes tumors to grow throughout the turtle's body. New research has led to the disturbing conclusion that recent, human-induced environmental changes are responsible.
the soft skin of the turtle, but they can appear internally as well. The growths can be so large that they interfere with normal mobility, vision, feeding and organ function. In addition to these gross mechanical effects, the disease appears to result in suppression of the immune system and a susceptibility to bacteremia [5, 6] . Consequently, death is the ultimate outcome for many of the turtles affected by the disease.
All the current evidence suggests that marine turtle fibropapillomatosis is caused by a herpesvirus that has been shown to be associated with the growths [ The data also show that viruses isolated from distinct sea turtle species sometimes have essentially identical DNA, indicating that the virus can be passed across species boundaries. This observation may be somewhat troubling, as the virus does cause disease in these other species, and even though instances of the disease are rare in sea turtles other than greens now, we must remember that 30 years ago the disease was rare in green sea turtles as well.
The only reasonable conclusion from the analysis of Herbst et al. [3] appears to be that some change in the environment of sea turtles has rendered them more vulnerable to fibropapillomatosis than they have been in the past. Unfortunately, the environmental cause is not known, and may be very difficult to diagnose. This sea turtle example can be added to a fairly long list of species that have become susceptible to various types of pathogen as a consequence of environmental change -almost all of which are humaninduced [2] . If biologists didn't have enough to worry about with the relatively obvious (but difficult to solve) conservation problems imposed by human population growth, habitat destruction, overharvesting and invasive species, this and other recent studies [1, 2] remind us that we can now add the relatively subtle but potentially devastating effects of increased susceptibility to pathogens to our growing list of threats to the biosphere.
